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Abstract 

This paper describes the influence of 
Lilian G. Katz on the dissemination of 
knowledge in early childhood educa- 
tion. Communication theory, women’s 
learning, and the role of the “invisible 
mentor” are presented as a model for 
understanding the impact of her per- 
spectives on the profession. Two ma- 
jor elements are considered in present- 
ing this model: (1) communication, 
which involves both information dis- 
tribution and query/examination and 
requires dissemination; and (2) gender 
and culture, which influence how com- 
munication is “absorbed.” 
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Invisible Mentor: 

Communication Theory and Lilian Katz 

Karen L. Peterson 

"" . JIZI- I j 

This brief paper proposes the existence of a “new” type of mentor, one 
who might be labeled “invisible.” As a mentor needs a “mentee,” the 
mentee in this model is described as an “absorbent learner.” Lastly, it is 
proposed that the primary connection between individuals takes place 
through communication. Not only is the process of communication 
considered essential but, in this case, the content of the communications 
as well. 

The thought processes behind this proposition are built on “things 
learned” over several years of watching and learning from Lilian G. 

Katz. The idea of the “invisible mentor” is rooted in the following 
assumptions: Lilian Katz is unique as a “leader” in early childhood; a 
majority of the professionals in early childhood are women and as 
women are strongly influenced by the context in which they learn and 
grow professionally. Finally, one’s understanding and knowing about 
oneself and young children is individually constructed, subjective, and 
constantly evolving. 



The Leader Role 

Without question, Lilian Katz is a leader in the field of early childhood 
education. Any number of variables (e.g., ability to organize and rally the 
troops) may define leadership. It is, however, more than a list of qualities 
and skills. Leadership involves personal performance — having integrity 
in all things, understanding the servanthood of leadership, and engaging 
in the practice of equity (DePree, 1992). Leadership is best demon- 
strated by one who can clearly articulate priorities, establish a tone or 
“feel” in an organization or profession, and consistently think and com- 
municate at a level just above where the majority of people function. 

Given such characteristics and capabilities, there remains a quality (a 
disposition perhaps) (Katz & Raths, 1 985) that is unique in the relation- 
ship between Lilian Katz and the early childhood community. Lilian 
Katz’s relationship with the early childhood community is multifaceted. 
She is a friend, colleague, plenary speaker and “provocateur,” author, 
scholar, and, for thousands, one who is sought after for learning and 
priority identification. For many, it is her capability to listen and to 
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conduct research, explain and teach, and communi- 
cate in a perspective of one in a leadership role that 
makes her unique. It is her commitment to the “life of 
the mind” (Katz & Chard, 1989) and profound 
respect for childhood that draws such admiration and 
esteem. 

The Following 

What is “it” that makes for such strong allegiance to 
the unofficial Lilian Katz professional admiration 
society? For many of us, membership in the society is 
seen in our professional behavior (e.g., looking at the 
National Association for the Education of Young 
Children annual conferences to see when Lilian is 
going to speak and setting the evening schedule 
around the event(s); citing her stories, ideas, and 
publications when we make presentations to others; 
elbowing a roommate at a conference when she’s 
been seen getting into the elevator and saying, “5*/;^ 's 
right over there! This is so cool!”). 

Many of us are members of “the society” because 
Lilian Katz facilitates our own thinking and, ulti- 
mately, our formation of understanding. She demon- 
strates intellectual inquiry matched with capability 
that enables her to consistently maintain communica- 
tion with a broad array of individuals; she is always 
considerate of the “hidden” intelligence of those in 
the “audience.” In brief, being a “beneficiary” learner 
of Lilian Katz is a phenomenological experience 
embedded in the constructivist perspective of one’s 
life history, gender, and professional training. The 
most significant factor of such learning is to come to 
understand the impact of communication. 

Communication Theory and Knowing 

Communication is the essential vehicle through which 
learning occurs for most of us in professional set- 
tings. Communication studies and theory have 
multiple interpretations from classic to modern, broad 
to specific. For this paper, we will consider the tra- 
ditional dissemination perspective on communication. 

Traditional communication theory proposes that 
communication involves the construction of meaning 
from others through the exchange of symbolic forms/ 
print/writing, rhetoric, nonverbal behavior, and so on. 



It is absolutely necessary for communications to be 
extended outward or exchanged (dissemination). 
Dissemination takes place through communication 
and involves both information distribution and query/ 
examination. 

The dissemination of information can be mediated 
(others can change, interpret, elect to read, ignore, or 
critique), and thus this form of communication is 
considered public because it is generally unidirec- 
tional. Interpersonal dissemination is bi- or multidirec- 
tional (involving active, “real-time” dialogue, discus- 
sion, or allowing for feedback) and is depicted as 
transactive and dynamic. In both cases, the acquisi- 
tion of information and subsequent understanding by 
the “audience” is dependent on multiple factors such 
as situation; receptivity; and perceived role of 
communication, gender, age, and familiarity with the 
subject matter. 

Learning through communication takes place when 
there is engagement with the intended understanding. 
Following a Vygotsky (1978) tangent, understanding 
is inherently embedded in culture, and part of one’s 
culture is one’s gender. Much of the research over 
the past 30 years on how learning takes place has 
focused on issues of gender. Inherent in these 
perspectives is the supposition that women learn 
differently from men and that communication is a 
vital part of women’s learning experiences. Commu- 
nicating information and understanding the position 
(or role) of the individual being communicated with 
are the essential elements in determining if an 
individual “knows.” Knowing involves identification 
of three elements: gender, culture, and the capabilities 
of the communicator via dissemination. 

One of the more familiar models for understanding 
the triadic interplay among gender, culture, and 
communication comes from Belenky, Clinchy, 
Goldberger, and Tarule (1986). Belenky et al. propose 
five types of learning or “knowing.” These typologies 
reflect the processes and procedures women use to 
come to understand both the concrete and the 
abstract. Women “come to know” through silence 
(listening without active interaction), received knowl- 
edge (authorities are the “ones” who know), subjec- 
tive knowledge (understanding comes from highly 
personal interpretations and value “filters”), proce- 




3 



Invisible Mentor 



353 



dural knowledge (knowing comes from fitting pieces 
together in logical and rational ways), and, finally, 
constructed knowledge (intuitive “hunches” are 
blended with rational — and complex — thinking) 

(York, 1995). In each of these typologies, the key is 
understanding how women “tie together the pieces of 
communication from the ‘outside.’” All of the 
knowledge “types” advocate for understanding that 
women’s learning is (1) connected to a perceived 
relationship with other(s); (2) reflective of a multi- 
variable approach to an issue, problem definition, and 
solution generation; and (3) dependent on learning 
within a specific context (Tarule, 1988). 

One assumption often made by proponents of 
learning types is that knowledge is acquired when 
active dialogue takes place between individuals with 
both similar and slightly varying intellectual perspec- 
tives (Vygotsky, 1978). Granted, there is a multitude 
of research that supports this view, as does the work 
of Belenky et al. (1986) and Hayes and Flannery 
(2000). In addition to these more traditional 
typologies, 1 propose another “type” of knowledge 
construction typical among women in the field of 
early childhood, that of the “absorbent learner.” 

The Absorbent Learner 

An “absorbent learner” is one who holds a strong 
understanding of the basic tenets of how people 
(children) grow, change, and are affected by the 
interactions of others, understand the world, learn, 
and so forth. The “absorbent learner” listens, dis- 
cusses, verifies, explains, and uses multiple strategies 
and styles to come to know but ultimately self- 
constructs understanding most effectively with the 
assistance of a “mentor.” 

For the absorbent learner, most of the “pieces” of 
knowing are present. More often than not, there are 
billions of pieces (too many vs. not enough), and 
absorbent knowing requires an external “guide” to 
help integrate, edit, dispose of, reorganize, and 
creatively connect the pieces. The person who 
makes the connections is in an “external role” (i.e., 
external to the dialogue that takes place between the 
absorbent learner and the ideas of the “guide”). Such 
a guide then is often only directly contacted: an 
invisible mentor. This type of mentor is heard and 



experienced by an absorbent learner, but only on rare 
occasions does the “absorbent” directly “dialogue” 
with the “mentor.” The typology of an absorbent 
learner is one of intellectual activity without direct 
interaction, conversation, or contact. 

What Makes for an Invisible Mentor? 

Invisible mentors are not “super-human” persuaders 
or orators, nor are they icons with intractable wis- 
dom. An invisible mentor has the capacity and 
capability (albeit a gift) to see just above the “tree 
top” and the ability and commitment to come “back 
down” and tell many below what can be seen. In 
early childhood, an invisible mentor always has more 
than one “voice” (or perspective). She may talk to 
professional adults about what children might opti- 
mally do, while simultaneously considering the 
experience from the child’s perspective and the 
experience of those unfamiliar with the professional 
values of early childhood. Given the significant over- 
abundance of ideas, values, lesson plans, free materi- 
als, new curriculum guides, training videos, and other 
resources that inundate the early childhood profes- 
sional, the invisible mentor has the instinctive capabil- 
ity to sort out the valuable from the superfluous. 

The Gifts 

Lilian Katz is the “invisible mentor” for many of us in 
early childhood, from the classroom assistant teacher 
to the university professor. Inherent to the concept of 
the “invisible mentor” are qualities of leadership, 
exceptional intellect, respect, extraordinary percep- 
tion, and an affinity for childhood. In considering the 
impact of Dr. Katz as an invisible mentor, the case 
might be made for examining every work and every 
speech to look for the common threads. 1 propose 
that there are three overlapping qualities found in 
every act of dissemination and three intersecting 
processes that enable the qualities to “fit together.” 

In each act of dissemination, 1 find the qualities of 
dignity (i.e., respect for the child, admiration for the 
work of teaching); taking the long-term view (i.e., 
childhood is about the quality of life now and in the 
future); and depth of substance (i.e., children’s 
minds are not for filling with cuteness, trivial fun, and 
inaccurate information; teaching is not a casual 
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pursuit, and not everyone should teach). These 
qualities represent the context for each work and 
idea, and it is what we seek to know from her. 

The processes (there are three) represent how these 
qualities are joined. The processes by which Katz’s 
invisible mentor functions include validity (i.e., what 
she proposes is real, true, and germane — our sense of 
what is right is clarified and affirmed); relevance 
(i.e., the best mix of theory, practice, and reflection — 
our minds are not wasted when we listen); and, 
T\n^[\y, resilience (i.e., perseverance, intuition, and 
humor — our minds have new connections that are 
forever changed). These processes are inner-linked 
with the qualities and represent the essence of what 
we gain from this ‘‘invisible mentor.” The gift has 
been (and will continue to be) having the opportunity 
to “absorb” the thinking of Lilian Katz. 

References 

Belenky, M. F., Clinchy, B. M., Goldberger, N. R., & Tarule, 

J. M. (1986). Women 's ways of knowing: The development 
of self voice, and mind. New York: Basic Books. 

DePree, M. ( 1 992). Leadership jazz. New York; Dell. 

Hayes, E., & Flannery, D. D. (2000). Women as learners: 

The significance of gender in adult learning. San Fran- 
cisco: Jossey-Bass. (ERIC Document No. ED441 138) 

Katz, L. G, & Chard, S. C. (1 989). Engaging children 's 
minds: The project approach. Greenwich, CT: Ablex. (ERIC 
Document No. ED407074) 

Katz, L. G, & Raths, J. D. ( 1 985). Dispositions as goals for 
teacher education. Teaching and Teacher Education, /(4), 
301-307. 

Tarule, J. M. ( 1 988). Voices of returning women; Ways of 
knowing. In L.H. Lewis Addressing the needs of 
returning women (pp. 19-33). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Vygotsky, L. A. ( 1 978). Mind in society: The development 
of higher psychological processes. New York; Scribner. 

York, S. (1995). Roots and wings: Affirming culture in 
early childhood programs. St. Paul, MN: Redleaf Press. 
(ERIC Document No. ED4 1 1 962) 




5 



0 TUE 08:44 AM ED/HD BLDG 209 



FAX: 360 5469040 



PAGE 2 



Lilian Katz Symposium 



Champi^ign, Illinois November 5-7, 2000 



Publication Permission Form 



I/We accept an invitation from the ERIC Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education to publish the 
following paper in the Lilian Katz Symposium proceedings (in both print and electronic formats); 



Paper Title: YHeynX^ ‘ 



Your Name; 







City: State: Luft^ Zip: 

Phnne: 3 (pO S ¥ &> ' 90 b3 E-mail: ok \POiV\CCiU\fe4 .LO^a .€ da. 



On behalf of all authors, I state that al 1 necessary permissions related to the above pa^r were obtained, and that I 
indemnify the ERIC Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education (ERIC/EECE) against all claims, suits, 
or other damages that ERIC/EECE may sustain by reason of any violation on my part of any copyright or privacy right. 




Positioii 



(^ar€,n /" ■ '^ejze.rsoe) 

Printed/Typed Name 



_[L^ 

Date O 



Return this form to 

Ellen Swengel 
Symposium Coordinator 

ERIC Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 

Children’s Research Center 

51 Gerty Drive 

Champaign, IL $1820-7469 

Telephone: 217-333-4123 

Fax:217-333-3767 

E-mail; eswengel@uiuc.edu 




FAX:360 5469040 



PAGE 3 



r2.2-!00 TUE 08:45 AM ED/HD BLDG 209 



as. Depsnment of Educstion 
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERl) 
National Library of Education (NLE) 

Educational Resources Intormation Center (ERIC) 

REPRODUCTION RELEASE 

(Specific Document) 





l DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATSON: 

Title; ' ■ / 7 ' 




Authorts): 


Corporate Source: 




Publication Date; 









II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE: 



In order to disseminate a$ widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the 
monthly abstract journal of the ERiC system, Resources in Educdtion (RIE), are usually made availsble to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy, 
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and. if 
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document. 



If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the Identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom 
of the page. 

TM Mtmpid sticitef snovm belo^ 
affixed fo Level ZA documema 



The eemple sueker shown eeiow wis be 
effixed ip eii uevet t eoeuments 



The sample sticker shown below wQ be 
affixed to |9 Level zd dooumants 



PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
OiSSEk/nNATE THIS MATERIAL HAS 
BEEN GRANTED BY 




PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE This MATERIAL IN 
MICROFICHE. AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA 
FOR ERiC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY. 
MAS BEEN granted BY 






PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
disseminate this MATERIAL IN 
MICROFICHE Only has been granted by 

/ 


rV 








ci 




TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 




TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INPORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 




TO THE educational RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 


1 




2A 




2B 



Level 1 




Level 2 A 

t 

□ 



Level 28 
□ 



o 



Check here for Level i release, permitting 
reproduction end dieeemlnation (n microncha or other 
ERIC archival medto (e g., efedrontc) and paper 
copy. 



Check here for Level 2A release, permtttlng 
repmducttgn end disseminadon in mtcrefichd and in 
eiectreryc media for ERIC arehtvai eoHecuen 
subscribers only 



Check here Level 2B release, permitting 
reproduction and dissemkiotiort In mieroffehe only 



Dooumems wlU be processed as fndicided provided reproduedon guilty permits. 

If peirmsflJon to reprodine lo granted, but no boot to chocked, dooiimonte will bo procossedet Level 1. 



Sign 

N^lease 



/ hereby grant to the BducationaJ Resources fnformetfon Center (ERIC) nonexclusive pennJssion to reproduce and disseminate this document 
9S indiceted above. Reproduction fivm the ERIC m^roflche or etectronlc media by persons other than ERIC employees end its system 
contraGtofsragyifespemissionfromthecopyrighthclder, Exceptionismadetornon^fitfeproduction by libraries and other service agencies 
to satisfy information rmds of educators in response to discrete inquiries. 






Org^vtsUorVAddrow: 

h/UdJjlytL^^ 




n 



vir^ 



Printed Name/Ro*»e^iUo: _ 

i^ren .Ti 'p- 












(over) 




III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE): 

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, If you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, 
please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document, (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is 
publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are 
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS,) 




IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER: 



If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and 
address: 




V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM: 



Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: 



However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or If making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being 
contributed) to: 



ERIC Processing and Reference Facility 
4483-A Forbes Boulevard 
Lanham, Maryland 20706 



Telephone: 
Toll Free: 
FAX: 
e-mail: 
WWW: 



301-552-4200 

800-799-3742 

301-552-4700 

lnfo@ericfac.piccard.csc.com 

http://ericfacility.org 



EFF-088 (Rev. 2/2003) 

O 




